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A Case of Geopolitics or Insufficient Funding 


Drug abuse in developing nations in Asia is a far more complex issue than is commonly 
perceived. Understanding it is not that easy. The never-ending spread of disease in 
developing Asian countries including North Korea, Indonesia, Myanmar, and Cambodia 
has moved beyond the point of reason. It could be attributed both to challenges that are 
unique to the region itself as well as the geopolitical division that the region is subjected 
to for decades. 



Nonetheless, the situation regarding drug abuse in developing Asia ultimately appears to 
be a vote on austerity no matter how you assess it. The most obvious cause behind the 
region’s continual struggle to overcome drug abuse is insufficient funding and the 
associated risks. However, the fact cannot be ignored that Western leaders have also 
played a prominent and influential role in exporting conflicts into the region instead of 
focusing on knowledge and support. 


Prior to making the entire world realize the requirements mandatory to overcome the 
issue, it is imperative that we honestly evaluate the factors that can cause the problem 
It would be very impractical to believe that the sole factor behind it relates to reduced 
self-control or weak individual morals. These might be the most commonly observed 
factors behind drug abuse 1 but in the case of developing Asian countries, these 
parameters cannot be inferred. 


Drug abuse in Developing Asia is both a Practical and Societal Issue 


In developing nations, drug abuse is an issue that has a obvious solution as there are 
some practically viable steps for all the nations looking to eradicate the growing issue of 
drug abuse including Asia. 


What are the Risk Factors? 


It is worth noting that the developing Asian nations are not the main issue as far as drug 
abuse is concerned. However, some of the factors do make substance abuse uniquely 
related to the distribution of infectious and chronic, life-threatening diseases like HIV/ 
AIDS. 


The most significant challenge that health care workers, as well as international 
institutions, have to deal with is the overwhelming size and diversity of Asian populace. 
Additionally, in several parts of the continent, there is a dearth of working knowledge of 
recent medicine. 


Use of hashish, heroin, and cannabis is also quite common across Asia and this has 
crossed the limited of recreational use. As per the analysis of WHO , in some Asian 
regions, people traditionally use these substances for their therapeutic and medicinal 
properties and this trend has been going on for centuries. 
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Moreover, injection is the commonly favored method for administering some of these 
supposed ‘medicines.’ For instance, in the 1990s, the reliance on amphetamine-like 
drugs increased drastically not only in the developing but developed parts of Asia 
including China, Japan, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand 2 , the Republic of Korea, and 
Myanmar. 


Furthermore, at several locations, specifically, where a religious leader or local doctor is 
responsible for administering medicinal drugs, it is a common practice to use a single 
needle to inject it to at least 50 or more patients. 


Reasons that have shaped Asia’s strong bond with illegal drugs are various and diverse. 
Another reason is the overlap evident between IDUs (injecting drug users) and sex work. 
Drug abuse has, perhaps, become mandatory in those parts of the region where sex 
work is common. 


Hence, it becomes apparent that the risks are quite severe and this severity is further 
intensified by the lack of reliable, strong, and easy-to-access health care systems and 
an inclusive system of education. We can start understanding the severity and 
graveness of regional issues. Every single factor mentioned above contributes to the 
adherence and growing incidence of drug abuse exposing Asians to the many risks that 
it entails. 


Contrary to popular belief that Asian men are the largest abusers of 
opium and other illicit drugs, the WHO reports a dramatic rise in the 
number of women and children as drug users. 


Asia’s Expectations from the World: 


Recently there have been tussles over knowledge and goods exportation and tariffs 
around the world. This is why wealthier nations have not been much concerned about 
exporting personnel and materials to the developing countries to uplift their infrastructure 
and systems specifically in education and health care sectors. Perhaps, the prosperity of 
people from the developing countries hasn’t been an area of interest for wealthier 
nations. 
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Evidence-based drug abuse and prevention measures 3 for diseases like HIV are 
uncommon in impoverished and middle-income Asian nations. A public health budget is 
often a rarity and if it exists at all, a meagre amount is reserved for the prevention of 
chronic diseases or health care outreach and educational purposes. 


Thus, the overall insufficiency of institutional health resources coupled with the general 
public norm of avoiding discussion about topics like the connection between 
promiscuous sex and STD spread and the use of illicit, injectable drugs have collectively 
trapped these nations in a never-ending cycle of poverty. This has brought forth a 
scarcity of essential resources and a lack of dignified lifestyle for them generation after 
generation. 


The point to be noted here is that: Poverty is yet another important 
factor behind encouraging drug use in already at-risk Asian populace 
and even beyond. 


The education and care of the patient or drug user isn’t the only area of concern but it is 
also important to help these nations in educating their police forces. The balance 
between harm reduction approaches and occupational safety is lacking in police officers. 
Moreover, law enforcement authorities are concerned that drugs users may have 
dangerous equipment like used needles that can pose great harm to police officers. 


Hence, it is of equal importance that efforts are ignited towards educating members of 
the law enforcement community to ensure improved and compassionate results. 
Reference can be taken from police officers in Kyrgyzstan, who are trained about the 
daily routine of drug users and are able to employ compassionate approaches to keep 
their communities peaceful. 


Approaches like referring patients to public health institutions instead of subjecting them 
to criminal proceedings or confiscating their property has helped in achieving their 
targets. 


Drug Users Profile in Asia 


For years we have been seeing conflicting reports regarding the rate of female drug 
abusers in Asia. Opium use particularly has remained a male phenomenon but 
authorities are worried that the rate of females abusing injectable drugs is underreported 
so far. 
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Moreover, concerns are rising that the number of female drug abusers may rise even 
more and may reach 25% of the drug-using populace in Asian countries. These ‘hidden’ 
Asian populations can only be better understood by studying the trends accurately. 


In several parts of Vietnam, Cambodia, and even in some parts of China the profiles of 
at-risk communities is higher than the average percentages of homeless children. These 
include high rates of male 4 and female sex workers having close ties to drug abuse. 

In Asian drug-using population educational levels vary considerably. However, other 
major drivers and contributors to drug abuse are underemployment and unemployment 
in Asian communities. 


Supervised Injection Sites 


The supervised injection site is a type of public health investment that is practiced in 
Europe and some areas in the United States. It has been successfully implemented in 
Europe and in Seattle and Washington in the US. 
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Supervised injection site entail that governments dedicate safe places for drug users 
where they can slowly wean themselves off dependencies on drugs. Motivated by harm 
reduction ideologies, these sites prevent the risk of drug users using a contaminated 
syringe or injecting themselves on the street. 


It may appear as if the idea is to encourage drug use in moderation but in reality, the 
goal is to offer community-based aid and helpful steps for people suffering from drug 
dependency impacts. Moreover, these sites help in slowing down the spread of 
infectious diseases within drug abusing communities by discouraging the use of shared 
needles. 

However, supervised injection sites are uncommon in the most developed nations 
probably due to lack of funding or social restrictions, and extremely rare in developing 
countries. For instance, in Kazakhstan, a national opioid substitution therapy program 
was derailed after a political scandal. Uzbekistan faced a similar situation when the 
federal pilot program for weaning patients off opioids was rejected soon after the first 
trials ended. 


Key Findings 


There is an abundance of evidence that links drug abuse in developing countries with 
STD transmission and spread of HIV/AIDS apart from other societal evils. What’s 
actually missing is concrete efforts and interventions from resourceful developed 
nations. 


Institutions like the WHO and Family Health responsible for studying trends of drug 
abuse and finding potential conclusions agree that a consciousness-raising campaign is 
long overdue. To reduce drug abuse and the various kinds of social harms that it entails 
in developing Asian countries, campaigns can be divided into three major components. 


1. Syringe exchange programs have already proven successful in preventing the spread 
of infection. These programs can save millions of lives and dollars if only developing 
nations adopt them in higher numbers. 

2. Behavioral prevention programs can help people from developing countries access 
biomedical and behavioral preventive medication. These programs could be in the 
form of educational trips to offer practical and life-saving knowledge to citizens and 
help them understand the health risks properly. 

3. Wealthier, developed nations need to share their HIV/AIDS treatment resources and 
strategies such as making protocols testing widely accessible and offering workable 
plans for early diagnosis and public awareness. 



Still, the defining role will be played by economic austerity as far as the health care of 
citizens across the globe is concerned. The year 2007 economic meltdown in Greece 
resulted in a 15-fold increment in HIV infection rates. When a country’s tax revenue 
declines or is diverted to fund private sector enterprise, naturally, the country’s 
investment in health care sector decline leading to affecting the health literacy of its 
citizens. 


A country’s greatness could be measured by its willingness to support vulnerable people 
in improving their lives. That’s why Asia’s struggle with drug abuse is the world’s 
struggle. 



